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Canine-Assisted Therapy (CAT) is a therapeutic practice that has been growing in 
popularity in recent years but unfortunately has little research to show evidence of 
effectiveness. This article focuses specifically on the use of canines in therapeutic 
environments. Use of canines in a therapy setting may be a source of confusion due to the 
many assistance role that canines can provide, including hearing dogs, mobility 
assistance dogs, and service dogs. This article provides clarity regarding CAT and 
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 Although equine therapy has increased in popularity over the past several years, 
little research has been conducted regarding incorporating other species of domestic 
animals into the therapeutic process. Boris Levinson, a child psychologist, was the first 
professional to recommend the incorporation of animals in the mental health care field. In 
his book “Pet-Oriented Child Psychotherapy” Levinson detailed treatment methods, 
described short-term studies, and highlighted the biological impact of animals in the 
therapeutic environment (Chandler, 2001). Levison’s discoveries helped to spark interest 
in the health care benefits that animals have on humans who are experiencing distress and 
struggling with mental health diagnoses. , resulting in the development of animal-assisted 
interventions in the field.  
The International Association of Human-Animal Interaction Organizations 
(IAHAIO) defines animal-assisted therapy (AAT) as “a goal oriented, planned, and 
structured therapeutic intervention directed and/ or delivered by health, education and 
human service professionals (International Association of Human-Animal Interaction 
Organizations, 2014).” In their definition, AAT clarifies that practitioners who use AAT 
must have specific training and/or supervision, working within their professional 
expectations.  Intervention progress is measured and included in professional 
documentation. AAT is delivered and/or directed by a formally trained (with active 
licensure, degree or equivalent) professional with expertise within the scope of the 
professionals’ practice. AAT focuses on enhancing physical, cognitive, behavioral and/or 
socio-emotional functioning of the particular human client (International Association of 
Human-Animal Interaction Organizations, 2014). 
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This article focuses specifically on the use of canines in therapeutic environments 
which is described as canine-assisted therapy (CAT). Use of canines in a therapy setting 
may be a source of confusion due to the many assistance role that canines can provide, 
including hearing dogs, mobility assistance dogs, and service dogs. This article provides 
clarity regarding CAT in particular and includes recommendations for counselors 
considering the use of dogs in their therapeutic practice.  
Qualifications for Therapy Dogs 
 Canines that are used for CAT must meet specific qualifications for providing 
services. Animals that are utilized in animal-assisted therapy must be at a minimum 
trained in socialization, touch desensitization, obedience training, and basic commands 
(Chandler, 2017). Proper training and up-to-date certifications are intended to ensure 
safety for the animal, owner, and the public. Canines that are privately owned must also 
undergo a temperament test which will provide insight into how a canine responds in 
stressful situations and determines whether they will be able to provide consistent and 
safe responses for clients in the therapeutic setting.  
 Therapy animals such as those used in CAT are often confused with service 
animals due to their training and professional nature, but there are significant differences 
in the two groups. Therapy animals are not provided with protections under federal law 
the way that service dogs are, which provides limitations with housing and travel for 
therapy animals (Registry, 2020). Service dogs provide more services for the individual 
such as helping them complete daily tasks or increase awareness of their surroundings. 
Therapy animals are not trained to provide this level of support but rather to help 
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individuals with coping with their psychiatric symptoms and provide support during 
therapy sessions. 
Other programs such as animal visitation or emotional support animals do not 
require the levels of training that CAT or service animals do. Therapeutic visitation 
animals are typically household animals that are brought by their owners to hospitals or 
nursing homes to provide excitement and motivation to clients through their interactive 
experience rather than through goal-oriented treatment. Emotional support animals are 
animals that do not have to have any specific training but have a written recommendation 
by a health care provider to reside with an individual who has a mental health diagnosis. 
For instance, a psychiatrist may write a recommendation for an emotional support animal 
to reside with a client due to rental restrictions or to assist in waiving rental fees for low-
income individuals who emotionally benefit from residing with an animal.  
Animals and Human Biology 
  CAT has the potential to strengthen counseling interventions in part because of 
the impact that animals can have on human stress levels.  The “biophilia effect” is a 
phenomenon that describes the comfort and healing that humans experience around 
animals who are calm and in a resting state. The presence of these animals reduces the 
human’s stress levels, increases the feeling of safety, and promotes a sense of calmness. 
This is likely adaptive due to the evolution of humans with animals in nature and the 
ways in which animals’ presence affected human’s survival, including how they were 
able to access food and warmth (Julius et al., 2013). Many studies have also provided 
evidence that being in the presence of animals can have positive effects on the human 
body’s functioning including decreasing blood pressure rates (Friedmann, et al., 1983) 
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and decreasing physiological arousal (Viau et al., 2010). Animals have also been shown 
to lower norepinephrine levels in humans which are linked to panic attacks, blood 
pressure, and hyperactivity (Cole, et al., 2007).  
In addition to individuals enjoying the company of animals in the therapeutic 
environment, animals bring physical benefits to clients that assist them to alleviate 
physical anxiety symptoms. De Vries and Olff (2009) reported that up to 80% of 
individuals will experience a traumatic event during their lifetime and between 2-3% of 
the general population will receive a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
(Goff et al., 2007). Evidence-based practices, such as trauma-focused CBT (TF-CBT) are 
proven to be effective for PTSD, but these treatments are shown to have a high drop-out 
rate (Imel, et al., 2013). Creating an atmosphere that invites the client to feel welcomed 
and motivated in the therapeutic environment is important to build a consistent treatment 
plan with an individual that has PTSD. Involving canines into the therapeutic atmosphere 
may help clients feel more at ease and more connected in the counseling setting.  
Animal therapy in general also increases motivation to attend and participate in 
therapeutic services (Holcomb & Meacham, 1989; Macauley, 2006; Lang, et al., 2007). 
Clients may view a canine’s companionship as unconditional positive regard and as a 
bridge for building trust which are key components to the therapeutic alliance between 
the client and the therapist. 
Possible Interventions 
 Due to the high regard that U.S. society has for canines, CAT can be a positive 
addition to traditional talk therapy and medication regimens. While clinical interventions 
involving canine co-therapy are not widely utilized, studies have shown that clients view 
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CAT more favorably than trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy (TF-CBT) alone 
or TF-CBT combined with medication (Dravsnik, et al., 2018). In addition, although the 
use of medication for therapy can be seen negatively due to side effects and dependence 
on medication over long periods of time, CAT may be a positive supplement for 
traditional modalities of therapy that can be easier for clients to accept and tolerate.  
 In addition, many incarcerated individuals also experience mental health problems 
including PTSD and substance abuse. PTSD for this population is significantly high, 
having the prevalence among prisoners from 4-21% (Goff et al., 2007). While 
considering the positive physical affects that canine animals have on human’s physical 
health, as stated above, inmates can learn additional caretaking skills including patience, 
responsibility, reduced conflict, and positive self-concept (Britton & Button, 2005). 
In school settings, children may also use their excitement for the canine as a 
reason for more often visiting the therapist which provides additional contact and 
relationship building between the client and therapist (Chandler, 2001). Animal-assisted 
interventions can be used in combination with traditional therapy resulting in increased 
flexibility for therapists and additional support in the therapeutic relationship for the 
client. In recent years animal assisted therapy has also been utilized in public settings 
including airports, schools, nursing homes, hospitals, and other public areas for 
individuals in high stress situations. 
In prison-based animal programs, inmates who have helped with training dogs 
have reported higher self-esteem, patience, and self-worth (Allison & Ramaswamy, 
2016). In this study, individuals also reported lower disciplinary records and reduced 
tension. While it may be argued that individuals who are allowed to participate in animal 
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training are typically lower risk offenders, it is also noteworthy that these individuals may 
feel an increased sense of belonging and responsibility when caring for animals. Studies 
involving inmates and canine assisted therapy may be limited due to barriers including 
budgetary restrictions and history of violent crimes that exclude them from research with 
animals, such as animal abuse or violent sexual offenses. 
Limitations 
 When considering whether to incorporate CAT, clinicians must be mindful of 
additional factors that may influence their counseling practice. Incorporating animals into 
the therapeutic setting may trigger fear in some clients if they have had negative 
experiences with dogs in their pasts which may negatively impact the therapeutic alliance 
before therapy begins. Clinicians must also consider that some clients may experience 
allergies to animals which could deter clients from receiving services from the practice or 
affect their desire to pursue services. Clients who have a history of disruptions in their 
attachment with loved ones may also have a strong negative reaction to animals that die 
during therapeutic services. While this may provide an opportunity for meaningful 
conversations between the client and therapist, it may also provide discomfort or 
disengagement with the client resulting in negative effects to the therapeutic relationship. 
 Animals in a therapeutic setting must also be supervised to ensure that they and 
clients are not at risk of harm. While in distress, clients may act impulsively or react in 
ways that may startle animal companions which may cause a defensive action from a 
canine in the therapy room. There is also a risk that clients may cause harm to an animal, 
intentionally or not. Being mindful of this risk is important for any provider providing 
CAT so that safety precautions can be provided. Screening for history of animal abuse is 
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also critical during the assessment process so that the clinician can assess if including the 
animal into therapy is healthy for all parties involved. If a client has a history of animal 
abuse, interventions may also be tailored to address empathy building and skills to 
increase compassion towards animals in a supervised setting. 
 Another limitation that clinicians must consider when providing CAT is the 
location where services are provided. In addition to finding a confidential, affordable, and 
accessible location for clients, clinicians would also have to consider if the location 
enables animals to be on the premises. Clinicians must also be ready to take on 
responsibilities with the animals such as bathing the animals, keeping the workplace 
sanitary, and ensuring that the animal does not become distressed and damage property. 
Professionals must also ensure that they have proper liability coverage for animal assisted 
therapy in addition to liability insurance for their therapeutic practice. Liability insurance 
for CAT may have guidelines regarding the dog’s size, background, diet, grooming style, 
and temperament. Ensuring adherence to these guidelines may be time consuming and 
costly depending on the state of practice or the counselor’s insurance coverage.  
 Finally, media platforms have released several stories that provide negative 
stereotypes for animal-assisted therapy. Articles displaying individuals using animals 
without adequate training and qualifications are widespread along with negative 
comments regarding abuse of laws in place for clients needing therapy animals. Recently, 
the Department of Labor has made headlines due to only qualifying canines as service 
animals and not allowing emotional support animals on flights. The lack of education 
regarding the differences among emotional support animals, service animals, and animals 
CANINE-ASSISTED THERAPY: INCORPORATING CANINES INTO THE 
THERAPEUTIC EXPERIENCE  8 
 
 
used in animal-assisted therapy may be a contributing factor to the stigma regarding 
animal-assisted therapy.  
While the media has discussed topics that include therapy animals, it often 
provides a negative view of individuals misusing or abusing laws that protect individuals 
with therapy animals. Although many doctors and psychiatrists provide written 
documentation for emotional support animals, it can be confusing for professionals and 
clients to know the difference between having a certified therapy animal or an emotional 
support animal. This article is provided in hopes of helping professionals differentiate 
between the two and learn the positive effects that certified therapy animals can have on 
the therapeutic environment. 
Conclusion 
 Animal-Assisted Therapy is a practice that can be utilized in many different 
therapeutic scenarios including in outpatient, hospital, or court-ordered settings such as 
prison. Animal therapy in general also increases clients’ motivation to attend and 
participate in therapeutic services (Holcomb & Meacham, 1989; Macauley, 2006; Lang, 
et al., 2007). Clients may view a canine’s companionship as unconditional positive regard 
and as a bridge for building trust which are key components to the therapeutic alliance 
between the client and the therapist. 
There are many healthy biological aspects of animal assisted therapy that help in 
mental health practice. It is also important for counselors to consider all of the legal and 
ethical considerations in providing CAT interventions in therapy to ensure best care for 
clients. Carefully screening clients for appropriateness of CAT, ensuring that canines are 
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adequately trained and screened, and monitoring client progress over time are vital for 
ensuring that CAT is effective.  
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